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Penalisation of Homelessness — 
and Human Rights 
in Europe 


A growing number, of people across Europe are experiencing a great need for 
housing. Many have nowhere to live and sleep, in doorways, squats, abandoned 
buildings, parks and other places unfit for human habitation. Among those facing 
major difficulties are Roma, victims of domestic violence, street children, people with 
disabilities, refugees, migrants, internally displaced persons, tenants without security 
and people in the lowest segments of the labour market. 


The penalisation of homelessness reflects deep-rooted prejudices about homeless 
people and ignorance of the daily deprivation and discrimination they suffer. Being 
homeless is not an individual choice, but a situation resulting from a variety of 
disadvantages. Living and sleeping rough in public spaces constitutes a huge risk to 
one’s health, social well-being and security. Everyone, including homeless people, 
would prefer adequate and safe housing if it were available and affordable. 


Laws, regulations and administrative measures penalising homelessness are 
being introduced during an economic crisis that has resulted in record levels of 
unemployment and poverty, driving entire families to live on the streets. Such 
measures are often motivated by the desire to reduce the visibility of homelessness 
and poverty and hide them as social issues. The criminalisation of begging and 
migration are part of the same trend. A conscious policy of exclusion is applied to 
mask the unwillingness of the state to assume its responsibilities for upholding the 
human rights of all of its residents. 


The state has an internationally recognised obligation to ensure everyone's rights 
to adequate housing and an adequate standard of living. Everyone has the right to 
live somewhere in security, peace and dignity. The right to adequate housing is also 
an inseparable condition for the enjoyment of many other human rights. Social, 
economic and cultural rights, such as the rights to water, food, health, education 
and work, cannot be fully exercised without a home. The same can also be said 
about many civil and political rights such as the rights to privacy and family life. 
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Instead of criminalising homeless persons, governments should work towards the 
elimination of the conditions that cause and perpetuate poverty and social exclusion. 
In addition to punishing and stigmatising people without a home, the penalisation 
of homelessness creates new obstacles to serious efforts to alleviate poverty and 
deprivation. Repressive laws that specifically target homeless people amount to 
discrimination on the basis of economic and social status. Rather than raising a fist, 
the authorities should extend a hand to encourage homeless people to claim the 
rights they are entitled to. 
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